Young children spend an increasing amount of time in out of home care, as neuroscientific research reveals the pivotal role love and touch plays in children's development. In response to this new knowledge, there is a growing interest in love and touch in the context of early childhood education. Sadly, cases of sexual abuse in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings have ignited fear and uncertainty among stakeholders in regards to what kind of touch and how much love is appropriate to feel for children in ECEC. Research exploring love in early childhood education tends therefore to be concerned with creating certainty in regards to love as a safe and healthy practice. This focus, though necessary to develop knowledge about love, also silences other uncertain aspects of love in the context of early childhood education that affects early childhood educators. Drawing on Karen Barad's diffraction methodology, this article engages a diffractive analysis and transforms educators' solicited narratives of love in pedagogic practice into love poems. The poems attend to the overflowing quality of love as an uncertain, ephemeral phenomenon, invoking moments of pleasure and the desire to connect with children as personal matters, rather than solely professional concerns.
Introduction
The massive increase in time young children spend in out of home care and neuroscientific research revealing the pivotal role love plays in children's development (Gerhardt 2004 ; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child 2007) has spurred international interest in research about love in the context of early childhood education and care (ECEC) . From a neuroscientific perspective, love involves intimacy and touch, which nourishes brain development. Sadly, rare but tragic cases of sexual abuse in ECEC settings have ignited fear and uncertainty among stakeholders concerning what 'kind' of touch and how much love is appropriate to feel for children in ECEC (Jones 2003; Page 2011 Page , 2017 . Love and touch in ECEC are thus conceived both as essential to child development and well-being, and a threat to children's safety. Page (2017) describes this complex situation as a 'crisis of care'. The professional practice of love in ECEC is increasingly 'controlled more by fear than by caring' (Piper and Smith 2003, 891) . This article is a response to Piper and Smith's (2003, 891) call for research that explores these complexities while avoiding the hysteria invoked by this 'moral panic'.
Participants and stakeholders within the international field hold different views about what love is and its role in ECEC. Campbell-Barr, Georgeson, and Nagy Varga (2015) , for example, found that practitioners in Hungary considered love to be central to their pedagogic practice, while practitioners in the U.K. were more reserved with the use of the term (Campbell-Barr, Georgeson, and Nagy Varga 2015) . Typically, practitioners and stakeholders understand love in their professional practice as primarily a feeling or an emotion they experience for children in their care (Cousins 2017a; Goldstein 2009 ). Some argue on this basis that not all children inspire feelings of love and that such feelings therefore involve partiality which is inappropriate in a professional setting.
Despite these reservations, the idea that touch is important, and that love can and should be practised in ECEC settings is gaining momentum (Bergnehr and Cekaite 2017; Page 2017 ). An international body of researchers address love in the context of ECEC (Dalli 2013; Goldstein 2009; Hansen 2012a; Hansen et al. 2014; Page 2011) . Terms such as 'teacherly love' (Goldstein 2009) , 'professional love' (Hansen 2014; Page 2011) and 'pedagogic love' (Hansen 2012b ) have been introduced. Both Goldstein and Hansen ground their use of the term 'love' on attachment theory and Sternberg's (1988) triangular love theory. Page (2011) further builds her study on feminist perspectives and Noddings' (1984) theories of motivational displacement and engrossment as aspects of care. These studies affirm the relevance of love in ECEC and seek to describe and, to a certain degree define love in a professional ECEC setting.
My interest in love in ECEC is both personal and political. Love is the most pervasive emotion I experienced in my years working in ECEC centres and yet the subject of love did not arise once in 15 years of staff meetings and professional conferences. The centrality and silence of the subject invite scrutiny and exploration. Politically, increasing governmental interest in ECEC as a tool for economic growth lends a neo-liberal focus and a growing tendency toward rationality, economic interests and regulated productivity (Ball 2003; Dahlberg and Moss 2005) . The subject of love in ECEC contrasts the growing standardisation and result-oriented focus of educational programmes through a focus on unseen and celebratory aspects of early childhood pedagogy and daily practice with children.
Despite my intention to research love as a contrast to a growing neo-liberal interpretation of the ECEC mandate, this article leans on scientific research affirming the value of love for the health of children (Gerhardt 2004 ) and the economic health of nations (Garcia 2016) . Neuroscientific descriptions of love and touch are 'safe', in as much as they respond to the neo-liberal agenda of rationality and productivity. As the field struggles to define what rational, appropriate touch and love is (Aslanian 2016; Cousins 2017a Cousins , 2017b Dalli 2013; Hansen 2014; Page 2017) , the articulation of existential, indefinable and uncertain aspects of love in ECEC remain unexamined.
Noting the limitations of academic language and humanistic traditions, Cousins (2017b, 377) embraces new materialist philosophies, using poetry as a method to research love in ECEC. She argues that poetry has the ability to 'offer readers opportunities to be struck, touched, affected differently'. Building on Cousin's (2017b) work, this article seeks to expand knowledge about love in ECEC through engagements with new materialist philosophies and poetry.
The view of love as unprofessional and the radical conflation of love with sexual abuse that permeates the field has led to a desire to define love as a prescriptive and orderly practice (Piper and Smith 2003) . While respecting the pressing need to articulate aspects of love in professional practice, I want to trouble the idea of love and touch as something possible or necessary to 'tame' into a concept that harmonises with specifically neoliberal ideas of professionalism. I want to enter the difficulty of this subject and to open up already established ways of thinking in order to achieve new, subtle understandings not of what love in ECEC is, but what love and touch do in ECEC. According to Barad's (2007) posthuman theorising, things, including people, do not pre-exist their encounters but are mutually determined and produced through intra-active meetings. Thus, love is not a pre-existing definable phenomenon, but is ephemeral, produced through the relations children, teachers, things and ideas are entangled together in (Aslanian 2017).
Thinking with diffraction
Haraway (1992) calls for new ways of gaining knowledge through expanding the optic metaphor of reflection, with that of diffraction. To diffract means to break apart in different directions. When thinking with diffraction, data are understood as ontologically unstable, uncertain and processual in nature, rather than fixed, stable and already complete. Waves break apart under certain circumstances, such as when a pebble is dropped onto an existing ripple pattern, creating new patterns. In these circumstances, interference patterns are created which map where the effects of differences appear. Barad (2007 Barad ( , 2014 ) draws on Haraway and elaborates with an example of how diffraction patterns are achieved experimentally:
Two slits are cut into a screen or some other barrier that blocks light. A target screen is placed behind and parallel to the screen that has slits in it. When the slits are illuminated by a light source, a diffraction or interference pattern appears on the target screen. That is, there is a pattern marked by alternating bands of bright and dark areas (…) (Barad 2007, 78) Barad's (2007) description focuses on the interplay of apparatusor slits, and that which moves through them, onto a target screen, creating interference. Matter has also been found to act diffractively, breaking apart in different directions, confounding physicists and revealing a mysterious lack of absolute boundaries between subject and object.
Mystery is alive and well in physics, making its current home in quantum mechanics. There is a tradition of this, despite all attempts to defend physics against 'irrationalisms'. Spirits were a part of Newton's natural philosophy, if not his natural theology. The chap who would 'feign no hypothesis' was accused of introducing mysticism into physics when he decided to banish the spirits from his natural philosophy, opting instead for spooky action-at-a-distance. Physics has always been spooked. (Barad 2014) Thinking with theory supports the exploration of new understandings, rather than building on already established tropes of thought, offering a generative approach to data analysis (Jackson and Mazzei 2012) . Jackson and Mazzei (2012) encourage researchers to work toward imagining what newness can be produced through diffracting data. Diffraction as method has been understood and practised in varied ways within the field of education (Davies 2014; Mazzei 2014; Murris 2017; Ulmer 2016; van der Tuin 2014) . Researchers emphasise different aspects of the proposed methodology, including the blurring of subject/object, which renders the researcher literally a part of the subject being studied. For me, diffraction offers an approach to analysis that embraces uncertainty about what love in ECEC is, rather than seeking to define it. Through thinking with diffraction, I hope to gain an intimation of what is impossible to see or pin down about love in ECEC.
A diffractive methodology 'involves reading insights through one another in ways that help illuminate differences as they emerge' (Barad 2007, 30) . Diffraction attends to 'how different differences occur, what gets excluded' and 'how these exclusions occur' (Barad 2007, 30) . In this article, I adopt a diffractive strategy to data analysis, tending to the mysterious in the lack of absolute boundaries between subject and object. I approach love in ECEC as a mystery that I am a part of, rather than an objective problem to be solved. Whereas a problem is conceived as something 'complete' and laid before us to be met and reduced, a mystery is something I myself am involved in and which the lines between myself and the subject at hand blur (Marcel 1949) . Through thinking diffractively, I aim to tend to what issues of sexual abuse, knowledge of love and touch and experiences of love in ECEC do to each other.
Data collection
The data for the paper include four solicited narratives of love in early childhood pedagogic practice, read against a literature review of texts addressing scientific and pre-scientific concepts of love. I asked a select group of kindergarten teachers for a 'practice story' about love in pedagogic practice. A practice story is conceived as a tool for evaluating and reflecting on pedagogic practice, drawing on experiences within the field of practice told as stories, with a beginning, a high point and an end. The story has a message to tell, but is open and descriptive (Fennefoss and Jansen 2004) . A small sample was composed of teachers I had a rapport with and supplemented with educators from five highly functioning ECEC centres in my community. In total, I solicited practice stories from 15 early childhood educators and received six practice stories. 1 This article makes use of four practice stories. The already small sample size was further reduced in an effort to support a focus on diffracting and opening up the data, rather than to code or seek out themes to produce generalisability of analytic results. The aim of this analysis is not to find an answer to the question of what love in ECEC isbut to 'stay with the trouble' (Haraway 2016) of what it does.
This article has two parts. First I present varied concepts of love and explore the differences and entanglements I experience through working with them. In the second part, I present re-worked and altered versions of practitioners' practice stories about love in ECEC as love poems and read them diffractively through the concepts presented and my own experiences of love in ECEC.
Pre-scientific and scientific concepts of love
The western cultural idea of love is complicated, and connected to sexuality, politics, spirituality and biology. From Plato's theorising alone, we have inherited two seemingly opposing words connected to love which illustrates the breadth of its reach: platonic, which refers to a relationship that is asexual and erotic, which connects love to the sexual and the imaginative (Frost 1974) . Plato describes love as a kind of ladder or path toward beauty, which Plato equates with the Divine. Beginning with the physical desire for a beautiful person, the next stage of love is an appreciation of a person's beautiful qualities, until the lover loves the qualities in themselves, divorced from the individual who bears them. This is the love of beauty itself, or, the Divine. In this way, Eros encompasses both sensual attraction and spiritual love.
Knowledge gained through intuition and inward ways of knowing, primarily from prescientific times, describes love as a spiritual connection and ethical bond between living beings. Most prevalent in the West perhaps is the Christian concept of love as Agape, or neighbourly love. From a religious studies perspective, Islam, Judaism and Christianity stem from the same Judeo-Christian tradition. The Judeo-Christian concept of neighbourly love is rooted in the Old Testament or, Jewish Torah. The basic concept of the value and importance of neighbourly love is found in each of the holy texts from these three religions. The concept is however given a unique importance in the Christian tradition. Agape is described as love first given by God to man with the expectation that man would give the same love to his fellow man. In the New Testament, this love and this love alone is the 'new law', lending a new quality to the Jewish commandment to love thy neighbour. No longer were God's people to love their neighbour from the same tribe (Nygren 1953), but also the universal neighbour. This concept of universal connection and interdependence challenges us to see the stranger in ourselves and ourselves in the stranger (Levinas 1969; Løgstrup 1997) . The call to love thy neighbour therefore refers to all 'others' and encourages us to dissolve the distinction between one's self and others (Steinhouse 2013 ).
Plato's Eros describes love as a relationship between the self and others as an aspect of a relationship between the self and the Divine, wherein others are a manifestation of and a means toward the divine. Eros has been described as self-oriented love, whereas Agape is other-oriented (Nygren 1953). Jesus' described love as a relationship between God and man, but that man's relationship to each other should reflect God's love. Humans should love each othernot for our own well-being or desire to be closer to God, but for the other's well-being. The idea of neighbourly love introduced an ethical imperative to love and a beneficiary: the other. These two ancient insights into love as a spiritual endeavour exist in our culture side by side (Nygren 1953) .
Within the field of ECEC, the concept of love has featured prominently in the past. Indeed, the field's 'grandfather' Pestalozzi asserted in the nineteenth century that love is the very essence of education:
Teaching, by itself and in itself, does not make for love, any more than it makes for hatred. That is why teaching is by no means the essence of education. It is love that is its essence. Love alone is the eternal effluvium of the divinity that is enthroned within us. It is the central point from which the essentials of education flow. (Pestalozzi 1951, 33) Pestalozzi, along with other pioneers, such as Froebel and Montessori, were children of the Romantic era. Love was a core concept from which the idea of education for children under school age evolved (Aslanian 2015) .This concept of love, however, differed from the concepts I have discussed in this paper. Pestalozzi's love is mystical, it does not rely on a dogmatic, pre-existing definition of what love is or where it comes from, but that it is. The term mystical refers to a receptivity to inward experience (Underhill 1990) . A mystical concept of love also defies reductive or prescriptive descriptions of what love is. Love is both always beyond knowing, and known through inward experience. Our modern concepts of love differ from romantic-era concepts of love which permeated the culture of the field's pioneers, rendering the connection between love and ECEC less clear and rather messy. Political and economic aims now motivate the field, which was once motivated in romantic idealism and charity (Aslanian 2015) . The intra-action of concepts of love and the institutional and professional setting of ECEC, the apparatus, changes the possibilities of what love can be and what adults who care for children are or should be, to care well.
Though the acknowledgement of mystery and the role of mysticism in the field of ECEC is decidedly reduced since the nineteenth century, some researchers and practitioners do perceive children's joy, caring and compassion as elements of children's spirituality (Mata-McMahon 2017). While love as a conquest, and the fulfilment of desire are common portrayals of love in our culture, love as a spiritual concept, involving both mystery and love of the 'other' as another aspect of ourselves, is a marginalised concept. The scientific revolution liberated the population from religious tyranny and promoted the growth of knowledge and industry, but what was lost in the diffraction of industry, science and religion in ECEC? Spirituality is unscientific and therefore anathema in academic discussions, yet it is the key to radical liberating actions (hooks 2000) .
Modern concepts of love are based on scientific rationalism. Research into the biological need for love can perhaps be said to have begun in 1950, when The World Health Organization requested a review of studies of maternal deprivation in young children separated from their mothers either due to illness, hospitalisation or economic circumstances (Bowlby 1965) . John Bowlby (1907 Bowlby ( -1990 was asked to undertake the study, who went on to form his highly influential attachment theory, based on much of the evidence gathered in connection with this report (Bretherton 1992 ). Bowlby was joined by Harlow (1958) , another psychologist interested in the study of love. Their work was considered both radical and comical in its infancy (Blum 2002) . Harlow focused on love as a primary drive, basing his work on the experiments and observations of rhesus monkeys (Harlow 1958 (Harlow , 1971 ) and Bowlby developed his well-known attachment theory, with the help of Harlow's experimental work (Van der Horst, Leroy, and Van Der Veer 2008). They developed their theories at a time dominated by behaviourism and the scientific assumption that the basic human motives are 'hunger, thirst, elimination, pain, and sexand all other motives, including love or affection, are derived or secondary drives' (Harlow 1958, 1) . Theories of the infant's attachment to the mother being primarily driven by nutrition needs were disproven in Harlow's ground-breaking report The Nature of Love (1958), where he found that monkey infants preferred a parent figure who provided warmth and comfort more than one who provided food. Bowlby's attachment theory built on Harlow's work and provided a counter-discourse to behaviourism. Rather than an infant's crying being the result of environmental stimuli, Bowlby proposed that the infant's cry was instinctual and biological and a tool to ensure proximity with the mother (Bowlby [1969 (Bowlby [ ] 1997 .
The studies mentioned above were centred around maternal-infant relationships. Science has also tackled love for the abstract 'other'. Divorced from religious thought, the qualities of agape are described within science as altruism (Post 2008) . Altruism describes behaviour that serves the group, or, others, more than or even to the detriment of one's self. Whereas the source of agape, or neighbourly love is clearly described as God's love within Christianity, there is no agreement as to what motivates people to act for the good of others rather than themselves. One theory from evolutionary biology posits that altruism is a function that protects and strengthens the group and ensures the survival of the species (Dugatkin 2008) .
Within neurobiology, love is understood as a bodily experience (Fredrickson 2013; Zeki 2007) . According to research within evolutionary psychology and neuroscience, interactions between people, also between children and teachers, result in a shared emotional experience between both brains and bodies Stefano 2005a, 2005b; Johnson, Waugh, and Fredrickson 2010; Twardosz 2012) . Fredrickson (2013) builds on the idea of love as an emotion, and identifies love as the supreme emotion, building on research within neurobiology and biology. She uses examples of how the body responds to love through physical changes in internal organs that were previously considered stable and unchanging (Kok and Fredrickson 2010) . In general, the neuroscientific knowledge Fredrickson uses to support her theory sees love in connection to happiness and closeness. These feelings of happiness and closeness are involved in reducing stress and increasing well-being (Esch and Stefano 2005a) . Fredrickson (1998 Fredrickson ( , 2013 explains that the hormone oxytocin is released in our bodies when we experience touch, closeness and shared positive feelings.
Neuroscientific research that Fredrickson builds on has also focused on the brain's plasticity and its particular flexibility during the first three years of life, making these years especially consequential (Twardosz 2012) . The brain's plasticity continues throughout adult life, but to a lesser degree than the plasticity of young brains. The mapping of information that goes on in our brains is created in relation to our environments. The more connections made, the more communication is possible and, put very broadly, the more ways one has of understanding (Twardosz 2012 ). This renders the child's experiences meaningful in a way that is unique to the child in relation to the adult.
Could any of these concepts serve as a basis for understanding love in ECEC? Concepts of love from science alone could lead to an instrumental view of love as something defined that can be achieved and increased through a regimented practice. The scientific concept lacks insight into the ethical dimension, which includes philosophical and spiritual perspectives on love that are derived from an intuitive, rather than a rational mode of knowing. Ignoring the sensual side of love that we find described in Plato's Eros, reduces love to an intellectual and ethical act-devoid of bodily sensations that are a part of shared joy and connection between teacher and child.
Working with these concepts of love, I experienced both the fascination of thinking about and feeling love from varied perspectivesand a tactile frustration of the inherent limits each concept drew around itself. When thinking with my own experiences of love in pedagogic practice, these concepts seem to erase the experience of love, even as they articulate some of the feelings and motivations that are involved in love processes. The liveliness of my encounters with children in ECEC includes a 'something more' that animates experiences, some room to become which neither I nor children control. This something more seems to be squelched in traditional academic articulation.
Waking the sleeping animal
In this section, I present the results of my attempt to 'animate' the concept of love in ECEC through thinking diffractively with concepts of love, four practice stories about love in ECEC, my own experiences of love in ECEC and the literature drawn on in this article. I use the concept of diffraction as a means by which to analyse the practice stories without seeking order or synthesis, but rather, I want to seek what is lingering in the seams, what unspoken ideas and paradoxes might emerge. Barad explains that diffractive analysis involves putting one's self and one's ideas at risk and 'sensing the differences and entanglements from within' (Kleinman 2003, 77) .
Rather than seeking out common themes, I sought ways I could read them differently through engaging with them differently. I interacted physically with the written narratives. After some experimenting with cutting the texts literally into pieces and re-ordering them to produce new meanings, I returned to the original texts. I read the stories again. This time, I saw certain words which appeared more 'pregnant with meaning' than words with which it or they were connected to. I underlined these words and collected them into poems. I kept the words in the original order, so as to conserve the writer's narrative flow and thinking trajectory. I reduced the narratives in order to expand the spaces within them and open up meanings which otherwise lay concealed 'like a sleeping animal' in language (Malabou 2011) . The resulting poems are unintentionally co-authored by myself and the participants-at the same time belong to neither of us (Cooney 2014 
Digging for buried pleasure
Reading these poems along with and through the concepts of love presented above and my own experiences of love in ECEC practice, I find myself confronted, sometimes uncomfortably, with aspects of love as an uncertain and sensual experience.
In these poems, shared worlds between teacher, child and their environment suddenly transpire, wildly, threatening-even obliterating ideas of the professional ECEC educator. Ideas of love and touch as a biological need appear in the diffraction grate of ECEC as ambiguous experiences of intimacy. Cultural norms regarding touch are constantly changing. Children's bodies and teacher's bodies are increasingly kept under 'control', so as not to pass over an invisible but agreed upon border wherein lurks unknown dangers (Jones 2003) . Kari Martinsen describes the body as an abode and a centre for our sensory experiences of the world, explaining that we 'inhabit a common world and time with our bodies' (Martinsen 1996, 99) . The kindergarten teacher's use of her body emerges an important tool (Bergnehr and Cekaite 2017) , weapon or battleground in the professional practice of love in ECEC. Experiences of love happen beyond control-warmth arises, interest and joy bubble up to the surface.
Already in 1997, Joseph Tobin lamented the missing discourse of pleasure in ECEC (Tobin 1997) . Our culture's fear of the sensual as sexual renders positive physical feelings potentially dangerous, rather than perfectly natural. In my own work (Aslanian 2016) , I have sought to delineate what concepts of love are appropriate for research in ECEC. I deemed Eros, with its self-oriented sensual desire inappropriate. I considered agape an appropriate concept, the demand to aid and respond to others for the sake of the other. Agape involves an intellectual, ethical demand (Løgstrup 1997) , whereas Eros involves an unthinking, sensual desire. In excluding Eros, a whole array of experiences of love in kindergarten life are left underground and out of analytical reach.
In these poems, desire to connect, to please and to nurture become silent objectives and personal matters. Love in ECEC takes place in a professional setting and serves a professional goal, but it becomes through personal encounters and intra-active relationships. The professional is entangled with the personal in ECEC. Descriptions of love based on existing theories and concepts may not lend themselves to exploring uncertain aspects of love in ECEC. Neither do these fleeting moments of love that are given breath in the spaces opened up in these poems lend themselves to addressing equally relevant aspects of love as a certain, intentional practice.
When considering love as a professional practice in ECEC, there are numerous ways that love behaves-or comes to be, depending on the situation it arises in. When ideas and experiences of love meet each other in the diffraction grate of ECEC, certain notions become different, such as the metamorphosis of intimacy and touch into a threat. Love operates in these different ways at the same time. It can simultaneously be a spiritual matter, a sensual matter, a biological matter-and still, something more-and something less than each of these. Like waves and matter, love can become different in different situations. It can be two or more places at once, in different forms. A many faced mask, love does not fit neatly into the neo-liberal model for ECEC.
Conclusion
In this article, I have tried to approach the complexities of the subject of love and touch in ECEC as a mystery, rather than a problem. Whereas problems are solvable, mysteries are unsolvablebut not impossible to sense or senseless (Marcel 1949) . I have tried to resist reducing the mystery to a problem, preserving the basic overflowing quality of love as an ephemeral phenomenon. I hope to have captured traces of the 'something more' that love involves even as it is marginalised by the neo-liberal mechanism of modern ECEC.
Our first responsibility as ECEC educators is to the safety and well-being of children. Experiences of love and touch animate children's everyday life. Balancing protecting children from dangers and providing them with ample and varied experience in ECEC is an imperfect science. We can explain love and describe how best to provide it, but love unfolds beyond the delineations between theoretical perspectives and concepts. Love grows wildit becomes in relations on its own irreducible terms. Like a dandelion, despite our best intentions to shape and mould the landscape, it grows up 'between the cracks'.
